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Abstract:  

Sustainability practices and claims made by new ventures can influence inferences made by 
external stakeholders about unobservable organizational attributes. We argue that perceived 
consistency between product-level and organization-level sustainability will influence external 
stakeholders’ perceptions of a new venture, such that new ventures engaging in both product-level 
and organization-level sustainability will be viewed as more authentic in their commitment to 
sustainability, and in turn be more successful, than a new venture that engages in only one type of 
sustainability without the other. To test our theory, we use mixed methods. We first leverage 
machine learning methodologies to categorize new ventures on the rewards-based crowdfunding 
platform, Kickstarter, as sustainable at the product and organization levels. Examining the 
relationship between each type and combination of perceived product- and organization-level 
sustainability and venture success, using coarsened exact matching to control for potential 
endogeneity concerns, we demonstrate that new ventures perceived as having both product- and 
organization-level sustainability are more likely to succeed than those perceived as sustainable at 
only the product- or organization-level. Next, we utilize an experiment to examine the mechanism 
driving this effect. We provide evidence that perceptions about the organization’s authenticity help 
to explain why one type of sustainability without the other may not be enough.    
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1. Introduction 

There has been strong scholarly interest in examining the strategic implications of corporate 

sustainability practices and claims (e.g., Carnahan et al., 2017; Dowell et al., 2000; Flammer, 

2015), wherein corporate sustainability refers to the inclusion of social and environmental 

concerns in business operations and interactions with stakeholders (Dyllick and Hockerts, 2002). 

Yet empirical evidence in support of a positive relationship between sustainability and firm 

performance remains mixed (Margolis and Walsh, 2001; Orlitzky et al., 2003). To better 

understand whether and how corporate sustainability can affect the bottom line, it is critical to 

understand how a firm’s stakeholders respond to its sustainability efforts (Glavas, 2016; Gond, El 

Akremi, Swaen, & Babu, 2017; Shea & Hawn, 2019). One way that sustainability-related practices 

and claims can influence external firm stakeholders is by providing informational cues about 

attributes and characteristics of the firm that are otherwise difficult for these stakeholders to 

observe.  When drawing inferences from a sustainability-related characteristic or claim, external 

stakeholders are influenced not only by the characteristic or claim itself, but also by their 

perceptions about other firm characteristics in concert (Lee and Huang, 2019; Abraham and 

Burbano, 2021). Indeed, they rely on various informational cues to make inferences about whether 

sustainability-related practices and claims are symbolic or substantive, for example (Cuypers, Koh 

and Wang, 2015).    

Extant work has highlighted the importance of perceived consistency between an 

organization’s sustainability-related claims and its non-sustainability-related characteristics such 

as leadership gender (Lee and Huang, 2019; Abraham and Burbano, 2021; Bode, Rogan, and Singh 

2019). Yet there has been little consideration of the importance of perceived consistency within a 

firm’s sustainability characteristics and claims in influencing how external stakeholders perceive 
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these claims. In particular, there has been little consideration of how consistency within a firm’s 

sustainability characteristics and claims is likely to affect perceptions of a firm’s authenticity in 

making these claims and, resultingly, how sustainability claims and characteristics influence an 

organization’s success. 

 Authenticity refers to a state of congruence or fit between an organization’s representation 

of itself and its true values (Bucher, Fieseler, Fleck and Lutz, 2018; Peterson, 2005; Beverland, 

2005; Napoli, Dickinson, Beverland and Farrely, 2014). Because an organization’s sustainability-

oriented motives and true values are unobservable (Cuypers et al., 2015), external stakeholders 

infer from the information available to them whether an organization’s representation of its 

commitment to sustainability is congruent with its true values not; that is, whether its 

sustainability-oriented practices and claims are authentic (Mazutis and Slawinksi, 2015).  

We consider two ways that organizations can incorporate sustainability into their business:  

1) by implementing actions and making claims about sustainability at the product level and 2) by 

implementing actions and making claims about commitment to sustainability at the organization 

level. Given consumer trends indicating that (a subset of) consumers increasingly values and is 

willing to pay more for sustainable products (Casadesus-Masanell 2009; Wu et al., 2020; Du et 

al., 2011; Albuquerque et al., 2019), an organization perceived to be touting sustainable products 

but not perceived to be engaging in sustainable practices or claims at the organization level could 

be perceived by external stakeholders to be instrumental and inauthentic in its claimed 

commitment to sustainability (Olsen, Slotegraaf and Chandukala, 2014; Janssen and Langnen 

2017). Likewise, given that organization-level sustainability practices such as charitable giving 

have been shown to benefit firms in the form of human capital (Burbano 2016, 2019; Tonin and 

Vlassopolous, 2015) and public reputation (Fombrun and Shanley, 1990), a firm perceived only to 
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be engaging in sustainable practices at the organization level could be perceived as instrumental 

and inauthentic in its commitment to and claims about sustainable products.  

Behavior and communication that is consistent is more likely to be perceived by others as 

authentic than that which is inconsistent (Moulard, Garrity, and Rice 2015). Thus, perceived 

consistency across sustainability-oriented practices and claims at both the organization and product 

levels should increase perceptions of authenticity and reduce potential perceptions of 

instrumentality or hypocrisy. Organizations perceived by external stakeholders to engage in 

sustainable practices or make sustainable claims at both the product and organization levels should 

therefore be perceived to be more authentic in their commitment to sustainability than those 

engaging in sustainable practices or making sustainable claims at only one level.  

Within organizations perceived to be sustainable at only one level, it is plausible that 

product-level sustainability alone (which is likely to be perceived as integral to the business of the 

organization) might be perceived as more authentic than organization-level sustainability alone 

(which is likely to be perceived as non-integral to the business of the organization), given 

qualitative interviews which have suggested that social responsibility programs may be viewed as 

more authentic when they are perceived to be integral to the business of the organization and not 

“tacked on” (McShane and Cunningham, 2012).  

Firms are more likely to benefit when internal stakeholders perceive a firm’s social 

responsibility efforts to be authentic (Donia et al., 2017), and less likely to benefit when 

sustainability efforts or communications are perceived to be inauthentic, insincere or instrumental 

(Gershoff and Frels, 2015; Olsen, Slotegraaf and Chandukala, 2014; Fosfuri, Giarratana, and Roca, 

2014; Cassar and Meier, 2017). Thus, we predict that organizations perceived as sustainable both 

at the organization-level and at the product-level will be more successful than those perceived as 
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being sustainable at the organization level only or, to a lesser extent, the product level only. We 

furthermore predict that stakeholders’ perceptions of the authenticity of the organization will help 

to explain these effects.  

We focus our paper on the context of new ventures and, specifically, crowdfunding new 

ventures. Although the prior line of argument should generally apply to both new and established 

firms, perceptions of authenticity behind sustainability claims are likely to be particularly salient 

for external stakeholders making inferences about new ventures. First, as there is relatively little 

information about new ventures available to external stakeholders (Geyskens et al. 1998; 

Stinchcomb 1965), the importance of a given informational cue is likely to be greater in the context 

of new ventures as compared to that of established firms. Second, external stakeholders are often 

strongly influenced by perceptions of the creator(s) or entrepreneurial founder(s) in these contexts 

(Mollick, 2014). This makes perceptions of authenticity especially important for new ventures 

(Schifeling and Demetry, 2021), including those in crowdfunding contexts (Radoynovska and 

King, 2019). Furthermore, given that scholarly research examining the strategic implications of 

sustainability claims has mainly focused on large, established firms, there is a need to better 

understand the strategic implications of sustainability claims and practices in smaller 

entrepreneurial organizations (Calic and Mosakowski, 2016), which make up make up the vast 

majority of the total number of businesses in the US.1 We discuss in our conclusion whether and 

how our results might generalize to less nascent firms.  

We use mixed methods to test our theory. First, we use an empirical setting which enables 

us to leverage comparable information on new ventures’ characteristics: the rewards-based 

crowdfunding platform, Kickstarter. We use machine learning methodologies (using gradient 

 
1 US Small Business Administration. “2018 Small Business Profile.” Available here: 
https://www.sba.gov/sites/default/files/advocacy/2018-Small-Business-Profiles-US.pdf 
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boosting machine classifiers) to categorize a large sample of projects as sustainable at the product 

level (or not) and at the organization level (or not). We then examine the relationship between 

product-level sustainability, organization-level sustainability, dual sustainability (both levels), and 

no sustainability (neither level) and venture success in reaching the funding goal, using coarsened 

exact matching to control for potential endogeneity concerns. We find evidence that one dimension 

of sustainability is not enough; new ventures must have both product- and organization-level 

sustainability to benefit. Furthermore, we find that the success of new ventures perceived to be 

sustainable at the product level only is statistically equivalent to that of new ventures perceived to 

be sustainable at the organization level only (as well as to that of new ventures perceived to be 

non-sustainable). 

Next, we implemented a vignette experiment on Amazon Mechanical Turk to test the 

mechanism behind why external stakeholders might respond differently to dual sustainability as 

compared to either organization-only or product-only sustainability.  After reading a description 

which varied in accordance with a 2x2 design (sustainable product: yes/no, sustainable 

organization: yes/no), participants were asked how much funding they would allocate to the 

project, as well as their perceptions of the project. We found that participants (self-reported that 

they would) allocate a greater funding amount to the dual-level sustainable venture than the 

product-only and organization-only sustainable venture, and that perceptions of authenticity 

positively mediated this effect.   

While new ventures are increasingly making sustainability-oriented claims and 

investments (Olsen, Slotegraaf and Chandukala, 2014, McMullen and Warnick, 2016), scholarly 

research has underexplored whether, how, and under what circumstances new ventures stand to 

benefit from such practices and claims (Calic and Mosakowski, 2016). We thus contribute to an 
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understanding of the strategic implications of sustainability claims in new ventures, on which there 

has been relatively little scholarly focus to date. We furthermore contribute to scholarship on the 

strategic implications of sustainability in organizations more broadly by shedding light on the 

importance of consistency across different types of sustainability claims and practices in 

determining their benefits. Lastly, we contribute to the literature examining the role that perceived 

authenticity plays in firms’ success (Frake, 2016, Hahl 2016, Lehman et al. 2019) by highlighting 

the importance of perceptions of authenticity within sustainability claims in predicting whether 

sustainability claims benefit new ventures.  

 

2. External Stakeholders’ Response to Sustainability Efforts and Claims 

To understand whether, and through what mechanisms, corporate sustainability affects the 

bottom line, scholars have identified the importance of elucidating how different stakeholders 

respond to the firm’s various sustainability efforts and claims (Glavas, 2016; Gond, El Akremi, 

Swaen, & Babu, 2017; Shea & Hawn, 2019). One of the mechanisms through which sustainability 

has been shown to affect external firm stakeholders in particular is via the potential signaling value 

of sustainability-related practices and claims. External stakeholders often make inferences from 

firms’ sustainability-related practices and claims about organizational attributes that are difficult 

for external stakeholders to observe directly.  For example, when a firm behaves pro-socially 

toward the broader community and/or environment, this signals to stakeholders that the company 

cares about and exhibits concern for its stakeholders (Godfrey et al. 2009). This can result in 

prospective workers rating firms with sustainable activities as more desirable potential employers 

(Turban and Greening, 1997), and being willing to accept lower wages to work at socially 
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responsible firms because they interpret from the employer’s sustainable activities that the 

employer is fair and likely to treat them well (Burbano, 2016).   

Beyond assessing, and making inferences from, any single sustainability-related 

characteristic or claim, external stakeholders’ perceptions about a given sustainability-related 

characteristic or claim will also be informed by the external stakeholder’s perceptions about other 

firm characteristics. In particular, there is increasing evidence that consistency or congruence 

across different firm characteristics and claims is generally viewed more favorably by external 

stakeholders than inconsistency and incongruence across characteristics and claims. There is 

recent evidence that external stakeholders such as investors (Huang and Lee, 2019) and job seekers 

(Abraham and Burbano, 2021) respond favorably to perceived gender-congruence between social 

or sustainability claims and leadership gender, for example, such that these external stakeholders 

exhibit a preference for gender-congruent as opposed to gender-incongruent organizational 

characteristics.  

In addition to the importance of perceived consistency between sustainability 

characteristics or claims and other organizational characteristics and claims, perceived consistency 

and congruence within a firm’s different types of sustainability characteristics and claims should 

also influence external stakeholders’ perceptions of, and in turn behavior towards, a firm. 

Consistency and congruence is generally associated with greater credibility and legitimacy, such 

that organizations that provide consistent signals are seen as more credible in their claims (Herbig 

and Millewicz, 1995) and are more likely to gain competitive advantage (Groening, Mittal and 

Zhang, 2016). 

2.1. Organization-Level and Product-Level Sustainability: Why One is Not Enough 
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Perceived consistency and congruence across behaviors and claims is furthermore linked 

to increased perceptions of authenticity (Moulard et al., 2015), where authenticity refers to 

perceived congruence or fit between an organization’s representation of itself and its true values 

or essence (Bucher, Fieseler, Fleck and Lutz, 2018; Peterson, 2005). An organization’s true 

motives and values behind its sustainability-oriented practices and claims are unobservable 

(Cuypers et al., 2015), such that stakeholders will make inferences about an organization’s 

authenticity in its commitment to sustainability based on perceptions of consistency across 

sustainability-oriented practices and claims. Thus, consistency within a company’s sustainability-

related characteristics and claims will increase external stakeholders’ perceptions that an 

organization’s sustainability efforts and claims are authentic. Additionally, qualitative interviews 

have indicated that internal stakeholders’ perceptions of authenticity in sustainability initiatives 

are influenced by the extent to which these programs are perceived to be integral to the business 

of the organization as opposed to “tacked on” (McShane and Cunningham, 2012). 

To understand how consistency between sustainability claims and characteristics is likely 

to influence stakeholders’ perceptions of organizational authenticity and subsequent success, we 

consider two main ways that new ventures can incorporate sustainability into their business:  1) by 

implementing actions and making claims about sustainability at the product level and 2) by 

implementing actions and making claims about commitment to sustainability at the organization 

level. Though these two dimensions of sustainability have at times been used interchangeably in 

extant literature, particularly in the examination of the strategic implications for large firms, they 

are two distinct ways that new ventures can demonstrate and/or claim to have sustainable 

attributes. The perceived alignment between sustainability characteristics and claims at the product 

and organization levels also has important implications for the degree to which sustainability-
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related practices and claims are likely to be perceived to be integral to the business of the 

organization versus “tacked on.” Furthermore, given that new ventures tend to market only one 

product or service at their time of market entry, the salience of product characteristics and their 

weight in informing an external stakeholder’s inferences about a new venture is significant. 

We define product-level sustainability as sustainability characteristics that are primarily 

attributed to the product or service produced by an organization. Organization- (or producer-) 

level sustainability refers to sustainability characteristics that are primarily attributed to the firm 

that produces a good or service. In both cases, we refer to “do good” (active) characteristics as 

opposed to “do no harm” (passive) sustainability characteristics.2 Figure 1 plots these two 

dimensions of sustainability, and in what follows we describe well-known, large firm examples of 

companies that would fall into each of these quadrants. Though our empirical focus in this paper 

is on new ventures, these well-known examples are useful to help illustrate the distinctions.   

***INSERT FIGURE 1 ABOUT HERE*** 

Quadrant D represents firms that are low in both dimensions, possessing neither type of 

sustainability. An example is the agricultural firm Monsanto, which has been criticized both for 

its products’ non-sustainable characteristics (its products include pesticides and crops that pose 

environmental risk) and its organizational non-sustainable characteristics (for example, failing to 

report emissions)3. Quadrant A represents organizations that are perceived to possess sustainable 

products or services, but not organization-level sustainability practices. An example of this type is 

Toyota, whose Prius model and other hybrid cars have a reputation as environmentally responsible 

vehicles. While this product line is an increasing focus for the company4, the organization itself is 

 
2 Crilly et. al. (2015) and McWilliams and Siegel (2001) refer to the distinctions between what we refer to as passive, or “do no 
harm,” versus active, or “do good,” social responsibility.   
3 https://www.forbes.com/sites/nathanielparishflannery/2011/09/03/monsantos-pesticide-problems-raise-awareness-for-corporate-
environmental-responsibility 
4 https://www.caranddriver.com/news/a28262444/toyota-rav4-hybrid-prius-sales/ 
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not synonymous with sustainability, given that it has been accused of covering up safety issues5. 

In Quadrant C are firms that possess organizational-level sustainability practices while being low 

in perceived product or service sustainability. An example of this type of firm is Starbucks, which 

is well known for its organizational-level sustainability practices such as offering generous 

employee benefits including stock options and college tuition programs6, but whose food and 

beverage products are not perceived to be particularly socially responsible (they have been 

criticized for their non-recyclable cups, for example)7. Finally, Quadrant B contains organizations 

high in both types of sustainability: an example is the consumer products firm Tom’s of Maine, 

which emphasizes its focus on sustainability both at the product level (its products are 

characterized by sustainable attributes such as being free from additives or animal testing) and at 

the organizational level (donating 10 percent of sales to non-profit causes – typical corporate 

giving averages less than one percent of sales, for comparison8 – and encouraging employees to 

use paid time to volunteer)9.  

A segment of consumers has been shown to value and be willing to pay more for sustainable 

products (Casadesus-Masanell 2009). As a result, sustainable products are often viewed as a means 

to increase brand image amongst consumers (Olsen, Slotegraaf and Chandukala, 2014; Wu et al., 

2020), as responding to the preferences of a specific consumer segment (Janssen and Langnen 

2017; Servaes and Tamayo, 2013; Du et al., 2011), and as a way to give status benefits to 

consumers (Elliott, 2013), thus increasing product differentiation (Albuquerque et al., 2019). 

Likewise, organization-level sustainability and claims can yield benefits for organizations through 

 
5 https://www.abc.net.au/news/2014-03-20/toyota-pays-1-3-billion-for-defect-cover-up-statements/5332894  
6 https://www.nytimes.com/2017/11/15/business/dealbook/howard-schultz-starbucks-corporate-responsibility.html 
7 https://www.cnn.com/interactive/2019/02/business/starbucks-cup-problem/index.html 
8 According to Corporate Executives for Corporate Purpose (CECP), the large firms they surveyed donated 0.13% of sales in 
2017. 
9 https://www.tomsofmaine.com/our-promise/our-mission 
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other sets of stakeholders such as employees (Burbano 2016, 2019; Tonin and Vlassopolous, 

2015), and organization-level sustainable practices such as charitable giving have been linked to a 

positive corporate reputation in the eye of the public (Fombrun and Shanley, 1990). Because there 

are potential strategic benefits of selling sustainable products as well as engaging in sustainable 

practices or claims at the organization level, it is difficult for new ventures to maintain a perception 

of authenticity and sincerity in such claims (Wagner et al, 2009).  

New ventures that engage in both product- and organization-level sustainability are likely to 

be perceived as more consistent in their sustainability-related claims and characteristics. This, in 

turn, increases the perception that the organization’s sustainability-related actions and claims are 

authentic and sincere, as opposed to instrumental. Furthermore, new ventures that engage in both 

levels of sustainability are less likely to be perceived as “tacking on” sustainability practices and 

more likely to be perceived as incorporating sustainability in a manner that is integral to their 

business. As was previously discussed, perceptions that social responsibility initiatives are integral 

to the business of the organization and not “tacked on” have been shown in qualitative studies to 

increase individuals’ perceptions of organizational authenticity in sustainability claims and 

practices (McShane and Cunningham, 2012), suggesting further that dual sustainability is likely 

to be perceived as more authentic than either organization-only or product-only sustainability 

alone. Additionally, within organizations perceived to be sustainable at only one level, it is likely 

that product-level sustainability alone will be perceived as more integral to the business of the 

organization and thus, more authentic, than organization-level sustainability alone.  

Perceptions of authenticity have been shown to have important implications for how both 

internal and external stakeholders respond to organizations. Consumers assign higher ratings to 

restaurants regarded to be more authentic, for example (Kovacs, Carroll and Lehman, 2013). 
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Perceptions of an organization’s sincerity and authenticity with respect to sustainability practices 

and claims specifically are also likely to influence how stakeholders perceive and behave towards 

an organization. It has been shown, for example, that when sustainability-related practices and 

claims are seen as insincere, they can backfire, resulting in organization-harming perceptions and 

behavior amongst internal stakeholders. Pro-social incentives perceived to be instrumental hurt 

worker motivation (Cassar and Meier, 2017), and CSR perceived to be symbolic, rather than 

substantive, has been shown to negatively affect employees’ perceptions of fit within an 

organization (Donia et al., 2019). Likewise, when higher product prices influence perceptions that 

the firm invests in social values for calculative or opportunistic motives, corporate sponsorship of 

events that support social values do not deliver the expected benefits (Fosfuri et al., 2014). 

Furthermore, instrumental justifications for actions perceived as sincere can be more effective in 

motivating pro-social behavior than altruistic justifications perceived as insincere (Amengual and 

Apfelbaum, 2020). Not only are companies penalized when they are perceived as being inauthentic 

or insincere in their sustainability claims, but as stakeholder demand for sustainable products and 

practices increases, firms that can effectively convey authenticity in their sustainability efforts may 

be rewarded with a premium (Alhouti, Johnson and Holloway, 2016, Hahl 2016).  

In summary, organizations perceived to have dual sustainability (at both the product and 

organization levels) are more likely to be perceived as authentic. Within organizations perceived 

to be sustainable at only one level, product-level-only sustainability is likely to be perceived as 

more authentic than organizational-level-only sustainability.  Given that sustainability practices 

and claims perceived as insincere or inauthentic are less likely to result in pro-organizational 

behavior by stakeholders, external stakeholders should respond more favorably to new ventures 

that they perceive as having both product- and organization-level sustainability compared to those 
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that they perceive as having only organization level and, to a lesser extent, product-level, 

sustainability. As such, we predict: 

H1a. New ventures perceived as sustainable at both the organization and product levels are  

likely to be more successful than new ventures perceived as sustainable at only the  

organization level or the product level.  

H1b: Among new ventures perceived as sustainable at only one level (organization or 

product), those perceived as sustainable at the product level only will be more successful 

than those perceived as sustainable at the organization level only.  

H2: Perceptions of authenticity will mediate the effects of dual sustainability compared to  

organization-only and (to a lesser extent) product-level sustainability only.  

 

3.0. Rewards-Based Crowdfunding as a Research Setting 

It is challenging to empirically examine and compare perceptions of product-level and 

organization-level sustainability across new ventures when the information available on different 

ventures is not standardized. We thus leverage a setting which enables us to gather information 

provided in a relatively standardized format, facilitating comparison: the rewards-based 

crowdfunding platform Kickstarter. Crowdfunding has emerged as an increasingly prevalent 

method for raising capital for entrepreneurial organizations (Agarwal et al. 2014, Mollick 2014, 

Sorenson et al. 2016, Yu et al. 2017), and rewards-based crowdfunding is an important type of 

crowdfunding platform. It includes such platforms as Kickstarter, Indiegogo, Rockethub, and 

GoFundMe. On rewards-based crowdfunding platforms, entrepreneurial organizations solicit 

funding in exchange for “rewards” (the reward is what, if anything, the funder receives in the 

exchange). Pure donations can be made without receiving anything in exchange, donations can be 
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made in exchange for input on product development, and donations can be made in exchange for 

the promise of a future product or service if the funding goal is met, for example. The backer of a 

rewards-based crowdfunding project can function as something akin to a consumer, an investor, 

and/or a donor, and can be considered an external stakeholder of the new venture.  

 

3.1 Observational Data and Variable Construction 

We use a database of all Kickstarter campaigns between the years 2009 and 2016, obtained from 

the CrowdBerkeley Database (managed by the Fung Institute at UC Berkeley). Over 4.2 billion 

dollars has been pledged through Kickstarter since its inception in 2009, and it is the “largest and 

most prominent crowdfunding platform in the world” (Mollick and Nanda, 2016, p. 1537). This 

database includes information about the campaign (for example, project category and whether it 

has a video) and its current status (success, number of backers, amount pledged), but does not 

contain the full description of the project from its campaign page. To augment this, we scraped the 

full campaign text from each project page URL and matched this text to the project metadata from 

the database. The full sample comprises 295,985 projects.      

The CrowdBerkeley database includes an additional dataset of Kickstarter rewards that link 

to the project metadata via a unique ID. There exists a complete set of 1,048,388 rewards for a 

random subset of 131,338 projects.10 The rewards data contain the text of the reward, the minimum 

amount required to secure it, and the number of backers who selected it. Because we apply 

Coarsened Exact Matching (CEM) to our analysis, for which some projects could not be matched, 

our sample size for the full set of projects is 35,876. More details about the CEM process can be 

found in Section 3.5. 

 
10 We ensured that the sample of projects with rewards was representative of the full available sample by comparing 
the sets across observables of interest and ensuring no statistically significant differences.  
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3.2 Identification of Sustainability Dimensions 

Identifying the two dimensions of sustainability – organization-level sustainability versus product-

level sustainability – is critical to our study but presents a challenge due to the large number of 

Kickstarter projects. Previous literature (Calic and Mosakowski, 2016) examining CSR orientation 

in the Kickstarter context was limited to sub-samples of only a few hundred projects in a few 

project categories, due to reliance on hand-coding. This limits our ability to infer drivers of success 

due to considerable heterogeneity across crowdfunding projects and categories (Mollick 2014).   

To overcome this challenge, we take advantage of recent advances in machine learning to 

classify a venture’s sustainability orientation. First, a subset of projects was labeled by human 

coders to be used as training data. Second, the labeled subset was used to train a machine learning 

model, which was applied to the remainder of the data. The training set consisted of 2068 project 

texts, which were labeled by a combination of workers on Amazon Mechanical Turk and research 

assistants from two top US universities. The use of workers on Amazon Mechanical Turk enables 

many training projects to be completed in a short amount of time. The use of research assistants 

enables higher quality of the assessments that feed into the training set.11 A label of “Sustainable 

Product” was assigned if coders read the project text and identified the product/service as 

benefitting the environment or broader society (1 if yes, 0 if no). A label of “Sustainable 

Organization” was assigned if coders identified the organization as having a goal or mission of 

benefitting the environment or the broader society (1 if yes, 0 if no).12  

 
11 The results we present in our Results section are robust to inclusion of just the AMT workers’ assessments, as well 
as to inclusion of both the RAs’ and AMT workers’ assessments as the training set. 
12 Mechanical Turk workers labeled 1456 projects, with each text rated by three workers. A label of “yes” was assigned 
to each question if more than half of the coders answered in the affirmative for a given project. Research assistants 
trained by the authors labeled the remaining 612 projects using the same questions. Between three and four raters 
assessed each project. There was unanimous agreement 72 percent of the time on average, with less than five percent 
of projects having a 50-50 disagreement. 
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We then used these labels to train two Gradient Boosting Machine (GBM) models13 

(Friedman, 2000) – one for Sustainable Product and one for Sustainable Organization – to label 

the remaining projects.14 To prevent the GBM models from overfitting to the training data, we 

employed cross-validation with three folds.15 The authors hand-labeled a test set of 250 examples 

to assess how the final GBM model would perform on unseen data, using our judgments as a 

standard for comparison. The models correctly classified 91 and 92 percent of the test set, with an 

AUC of 0.84 and 0.85, respectively.16 The final models generated a probability estimate that the 

project should have a positive label for Sustainable Organization and Sustainable Product.17  For 

each model, if the probability was over 50 percent, the project was given a label of one; otherwise, 

it was given a label of zero. The final models can be visualized and tested using a web application, 

located at https://crowdfunding-social-ventures.shinyapps.io/model (any text can be entered in and 

the probability the text reflects the two sustainability dimensions is calculated and shown). 

Because the two models are separate, each project could be labeled as having neither sustainability 

dimension, as having both, or as having only one or the other. In our full sample of projects, 6.4 

 
13 GBM is an ensemble method involving a collection of decision trees. GBMs derive their predictive power from the 
insight that a large ensemble of weak learners – each learner being a short decision tree – can be accurate in the 
aggregate. As a boosting model, GBM begins with one decision tree and adds more trees one at a time, adjusting the 
weights on each tree at every iteration of the training process. 
14 To create the model training data, the project descriptions were transformed into a document-term matrix, with each 
column representing a unique term and each row containing the number of times the term appeared in each text. 
Stopwords (common but semantically insignificant words like articles and pronouns) and words that did not appear at 
least 20 times or in at least 20 project descriptions of the training set were removed, resulting in a vocabulary of 2912 
terms. 
15 In this process, the training data is divided into three equal parts, and each part in turn is held out as a validation set 
for a model trained on the remaining two parts. The final selected model maximizes the average performance over the 
held-out samples, searching over a grid of different tree depths and tree counts. This process helps to ensure that the 
model does not become overly complex and therefore overfit to the training set. 

16 AUC, or area under the ROC (Receiver Operating Characteristic) Curve, is a commonly used metric for how well a 
classifier distinguishes between classes (Fawcett, 2006). An AUC of 1 would indicate a perfect model. Generally, 
values over 0.7 are considered fair, and values over 0.8 are considered to be good. 
17 The models each contain a weighted collection of 150 decision trees. When a new data example is passed through 
the model, the text is converted to a 1 x 2912 vector of counts for each term in the model vocabulary. This vector is 
then applied to the decision trees, and the weighted combination of each tree’s vote represents a probability estimate 
that the project should have a given label (socially responsible organization or product). 
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percent have both a Sustainable Organization and a Sustainable Product (Quadrant B), 5.5 percent 

have only a Sustainable Organization (Quadrant C), and 2.2 percent have only a Sustainable 

Product (Quadrant A). 85.9 percent have neither sustainability dimension (Quadrant D). 

An example of a campaign that was rated as having both sustainability dimensions is a 

technology project promoting mobile software to monitor illegal logging and poaching.18 Both the 

organization and the product appear to be closely aligned in preventing these illegal practices: in 

addition to producing the monitoring technology, the organization also partners with indigenous 

communities to protect their lands. On the other hand, a project that was scored as having a 

Sustainable Product but not a Sustainable Organization is a campaign selling a smart add-on for 

air conditioners designed to make them more efficient.19 While the product has the socially 

responsible impact of conserving energy, it is framed only as a cost-saving device (“can reduce 

your energy bill by a third”) and the organization does not indicate any further commitment to or 

interest in environmental sustainability. Finally, a project that was rated as having a Sustainable 

Organization, without the sustainable product or service dimension, is a campaign promoting a 

Cambodian food truck in Montana.20 While the product being sold (Cambodian food) has no clear 

social responsibility element, the founder expresses a desire to use the business to promote 

awareness of issues faced by women in Cambodia, and to raise funds for these causes. Text from 

these example campaigns, along with their model scores, can be found in the Appendix. 

 

3.3. Dependent Variable 

 
18 https://www.kickstarter.com/projects/topherwhite/rainforest-connection-phones-turned-to-forest-guar 
19 https://www.kickstarter.com/projects/ambi-labs/ambi-climate-the-smart-add-on-for-your-air-conditi 
20 https://www.kickstarter.com/projects/1318667184/bai-a-cambodian-food-trailer-in-bozeman-montana 
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The primary dependent variable for this analysis is whether a project successfully meets its 

funding goal. The variable, Successful Project, is a dichotomous variable (1 for success and 0 for 

failure) for whether a given Kickstarter project successfully reached its funding goal. Projects 

that did not meet this condition either failed to reach their goal, were cancelled or suspended, or 

were removed due to a copyright or content violation. Successful projects constitute 37 percent 

of the sample. 

3.4. Control Variables 

To capture the broad category of the project, we create dummies for the categories selected 

by the project creator within Kickstarter’s schema. The categories are art, comics, crafts, dance, 

design, fashion, film and video, food, games, journalism, music, photography, publishing, 

technology, and theater.  We also follow previous crowdfunding studies (Mollick, 2014) in 

including a control for the size of the funding goal, Log(Goal in USD), the logged value of the 

creator’s fundraising goal (in US dollars), as this has been shown to impact funding success. 

Similarly, we control for an indicator variable, Video, indicating whether a venture has a video as 

part of the campaign page, since previous studies have used this as a rough proxy for project quality 

or sophistication (Mollick, 2014). We also control for the Description Length, that is, the length 

of the project description on the project’s main page, in thousands of characters. The mean project 

description length was 2.5 thousand characters. 

3.4.1. Controlling for Reward Types using LDA Topic Modeling 

To better control for differences between crowdfunding projects, we also use reward-level 

data.  To deal with the large number of rewards, the reward types were categorized using the 

following procedure. First, all pure donation rewards that used Kickstarter’s default “Make a 

Pledge without a Reward” option (as opposed to selecting one of the custom rewards offered by 
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the project creator) were identified and removed from the dataset. Next, the types of all of the 

remaining rewards were identified using Latent Dirichlet Allocation (LDA) topic modeling on the 

reward-level data (see a figure displaying the top 10 terms for each topic in the appendix). The 

topic model can also be viewed and explored using an interactive browser visualization. 21 Broadly, 

LDA is an inductive method for discovering the set of subjects discussed in a body of texts (Blei, 

Ng, and Jordan, 2003). Each individual “topic” is a probability weighting over all the terms in the 

vocabulary of the corpus. If the model is well fit, observers can generally view the most highly 

weighted terms within each topic and agree as to what subject the topic pertains. The terms in the 

topic model provide a rough descriptive overview of the most common types of rewards present 

in the sample and have the advantage of being “discovered” by the LDA algorithm, rather than 

externally imposed by the researchers. 

In all analyses, the average proportion of the top 20 most prominent reward topics within 

a given project’s set of rewards are included as controls. 

 

3.5 Coarsened Exact Matching 

We observed that projects identified as having the sustainability dimensions of interest were often 

concentrated in certain project categories, as well as differing in some other important measures. 

This led us to concerns that projects with various sustainability dimensions differed from projects 

without them in ways that were meaningfully correlated with success outcomes, which would bias 

the results. To ensure that projects with the different sustainability dimensions were as similar as 

possible to projects without, we implemented coarsened exact matching (Iacus et al., 2012). 

Projects with neither sustainability dimension were regarded as analogous to a control condition, 

 
21  See the following URL: https://crowdfunding-social-ventures.github.io/Kickstarter_Rewards_Topics. 



 21 

with three different treatment conditions: projects with a sustainable organization only, projects 

with a sustainable product or service only, or projects with both dimensions. Across these four 

groups, we matched on a vector of covariates that includes the fundraising goal size, whether the 

project had a video, the image count on the page, the year of the project, and its Kickstarter-

classified category. We implemented the matching using CEM weighting. Replications of the 

analysis without the coarsened exact matching can be found in the appendix. 

 

4. Results: Observational Data 

We report results for ordinary least squares (OLS) regressions with HC1 heteroskedasticity-robust 

standard errors (MacKinnon and White, 1985). We use a linear probability model for predictions 

of project success.22   

 

4.1 Having Dual Sustainability Increases the Likelihood of Success 

As a baseline, we first looked to establish whether either dimension of sustainability was associated 

with a greater likelihood of success. The results of this analysis can be viewed in Table 1. Column 

1 reports the estimated effect of Any Sustainability (that is, either product-level only, organization-

level only, or dual sustainability) on project success. Columns 2 and 3 examine the effects of the 

two sustainability dimensions individually, while Column 4 includes both sustainability 

dimensions in the same model. Column 5 displays a categorical model which looks at the four 

distinct quadrants individually (with projects with neither type of sustainability being the omitted 

type). The full model (Column 5) follows the specification 

 
22 Linear probability models are unbiased and do not suffer from problems with fixed effects and interactions which are well 
documented (Katz 2001; Wooldridge 2010). Further, given our large sample size and the fact we are not making predictions (we 
only care about average effects) potential problems with linear models do not apply in this context. Linear models also make 
interpretation of the regression coefficients more straightforward.   
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Successi = β0 + β1Duali + β2OrgOnlyi + β3ProdOnlyi + β4Xi + ai + εi 

in which Dual is an indicator for whether the project has both types of sustainability, OrgOnly is 

an indicator for whether the project has a sustainable organization without the product/service 

dimension, and ProdOnly is an indicator for whether the project has a sustainable product or 

service without the organizational dimension. The vector of covariates βXi includes the log of the 

project goal in USD, the description length in thousands of characters, and an indicator for whether 

the project has a video, while ai represents fixed effects for project category and year. As 

mentioned above, all models use weights derived from coarsened exact matching and robust 

standard errors.23 

***INSERT TABLE 1 ABOUT HERE*** 

We observed that having any type of sustainability was associated with a 2.3 percentage 

point increase in the likelihood of success (Column 1, p = 0.001), and that both a sustainable 

organization and a sustainable product were associated with greater likelihood of success, with the 

former being associated with a 2.6 percentage point increase in success (Column 2, p < 0.001) and 

the latter a three-percentage point increase (Column 3, p < 0.001). When the two distinct categories 

of projects were included in the same model, the organization-level dimension and product-level 

dimension of sustainability were associated with a 1.5 percentage point and 2.1 percentage point 

increase in success, respectively (Column 4, p = 0.066 and p = 0.034, respectively).  

The results from Columns 1-4 might lead observers to conclude that either type of 

sustainability could be effective in improving the likelihood of success on their own. In Column 

5, however, the categorical model shows that the association between the sustainability dimensions 

and success was primarily driven by the projects with Dual Sustainability. Projects with both types 

 
23 See the Appendix for results without coarsened exact matching.  
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of sustainability were 3.9 percentage points more likely to reach their funding goal (Column 5, p 

< 0.001), while projects with only one type of sustainability were not significantly more likely to 

achieve success than projects with no sustainability. These findings provide support for H1a, which 

predicted that projects perceived to have dual sustainability were more likely to be successful than 

new ventures perceived as sustainable at only the organization level or the product level.  

***INSERT TABLE 2 ABOUT HERE*** 

As shown in Table 2, Wald tests confirm that the coefficient on dual sustainability (β = 

0.039) is significantly different than both the coefficient for organization-only sustainability (β = 

0.006) and the coefficient for product-only sustainability (β = 0.008). We did not find that projects 

with product-only sustainability were any more successful than projects with organization-only 

sustainability (p = 0.877 in a Wald test of coefficient equivalence). While the coefficient for 

product-only sustainability is larger than that for organization-only sustainability in Model 4 (β = 

0.021 versus β = 0.015), the difference is not statistically significant and appears to be driven by a 

higher correlation of product-only sustainability with dual sustainability. As a result, we do not 

find evidence to support H1b, which suggested that projects perceived as sustainable at the product 

level only would be more successful than those perceived as sustainable at the organization level 

only.  

 

4.2 Robustness Tests: Results for Different Subgroups 

To test the robustness of the results to different samples of the Kickstarter data set we 

looked at three different characteristics of the Kickstarter campaigns: gender of the creator, 

whether the campaign was the first time the creator had launched something on Kickstarter, and 

whether the campaign was one of the Kickstarter categories that would be considered 
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commercially focused.24 The specification from Column 5 in Table 1 was then repeated with each 

of these subgroups, and the results are reported in Table 3. Note that these results are without CEM 

matching, due to the small sample sizes in the subsample groups.  

We use the genderizeR package in R to classify each project creator’s gender. All creators 

whose gender could not be identified with greater than 95% confidence were dropped from the 

sample. As can be seen in Table 3, the general directional result of needing dual sustainability 

holds for both male and female founders, and interestingly we observe that these results are 

stronger for female creators (p = 0.041). This finding is consistent with extant work which has 

shown that social and environmental claims are generally viewed as more congruent or consistent 

when made by female founders as opposed to by male founders  (Huang and Lee, 2019; Abraham 

and Burbano, 2021), though extant work has not examined authenticity as a mechanism potentially 

driving these effects.  We reason that perceived consistency across product- and organization-level 

sustainability claims leads to greater perceptions of authenticity in sustainability claims. It follows 

that perceptions of consistency of congruence when sustainability claims are made by female 

founders, combined with consistency across product- and organization-level sustainability claims, 

should further contribute to perceptions of authenticity in sustainability claims, thus resulting in 

better outcomes for female founders than for male founders. These findings are therefore in 

accordance with H2, which suggested that perceptions of authenticity would mediate the positive 

effects of dual sustainability on success. 

We argue that perceptions of authenticity derived from product and organization-level 

sustainability claims are likely to matter more for new ventures than for established organizations. 

But this same reasoning, the importance of such perceptions of authenticity might be particularly 

 
24 Commercial categories include Design, Fashion, Food, Games, and Technology. 
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pronounced for the very newest ventures: those led by first-time creators. We thus examined the 

subset of Kickstarter campaigns that were led by first-time creators.25  As can be seen in Table 3, 

our results are robust to restricting the sample in this way. The coefficient for Dual Sustainability 

is directionally larger when only looking at first-time creators, though it is not statistically different 

from the unrestricted sample. 

Lastly, because of our interest in examining perceptions of sustainability as a product-level 

characteristic, it is important that our results remain robust to exclusion of Kickstarter projects that 

do not have a product in the traditional sense.  We thus checked to see if the results hold when 

only considering Kickstarter categories that are most likely to have a commercial product: Design, 

Fashion, Food, Games, and Technology. Notably, the coefficient for Dual Sustainability is larger 

when restricting our sample to commercial categories, though it is not statistically different from 

the unrestricted sample.  

***INSERT TABLE 3 ABOUT HERE*** 

 

5. Design of Complementary Experiment 

 To test our theoretical argument articulated in H2 – that perceived authenticity is the 

mechanism underlying the advantage associated with dual sustainability – we designed a 

complementary vignette experiment in which users on Amazon Mechanical Turk rated 

hypothetical Kickstarter projects. We pre-registered the experimental design with the Open 

Science Foundation. Participants were randomly assigned to one of four conditions (a 2x2 design): 

no sustainability, organization-level sustainability only, product-level sustainability only, or dual 

sustainability. The core manipulation text took the following form:  

 
25 Almost 90% of all projects are led by first-time creators. 
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Two co-founders recently launched a crowdfunding campaign on Kickstarter to jumpstart their new venture. They 

are developing a new robot vacuum for sale. Imagine that you have $100 to spend on Kickstarter this year and are 

deciding whether or not to support this campaign. 

About the organization: [Not sustainable organization: The organization is committed to being successful, as 

demonstrated by the profitability of its other products.] /  [Sustainable organization: The organization is committed 

to helping the environment, as demonstrated by its donation of a portion of its profits to environmental and other 

charities.]26 

About the product: [Not sustainable product: The robot vacuum 2.0 not only cleans extremely well, but also can be 

managed by the user’s smartphone and is easy to store.] / [Sustainable product: The robot vacuum 2.0 not only 

cleans extremely well, but also will directly benefit the environment by filtering carbon dioxide and reducing users’ 

energy usage.] 

Please think about and visualize this campaign. 

  

To measure the level of support for a project, participants were then asked to choose a 

reward option amount to allocate to the project ($0, $5, $10, $25, $50, $75, or $100). They were 

also asked to indicate their agreement with the statement “I would be likely to support this project” 

on a seven-point Likert scale. To determine how perceptions of authenticity influenced project 

support, we asked participants to rate how authentic they felt the project creators were in general 

(“I find the project creators authentic”), as well as two questions to identify two main components 

of authenticity, on a seven-point Likert scale. Lehman et al. (2019) note that authenticity research 

includes three fundamental and distinct perspectives: consistency between internal values and 

 
26 A prior version of this experiment was implemented using more heavy-handed language in the not sustainable 
organization conditions. Specifically: “The organization is committed to being successful, as demonstrated by the 
profitability of its other products and the fact that the organization does not donate any of its profits to 
environmental or other charities.” Our results in the first version of this experiment were overall consistent with 
(and generally stronger than) those which we present here based on a less heavy-handed manipulation.  
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external actions (sincerity), conformity to a claimed or assigned social category (which can include 

mission), and connection to a person, place or time. The first two perspectives are most relevant 

to perceptions of authenticity of an organization, and so we capture these two perspectives by 

additionally asking participants to rate their agreement with the respective statements: “I find the 

project creators sincere” and “I find the project creators true to their mission.”   

To control for perceptions of others’ support for the project (and therefore the perceived 

likelihood that rewards will be fulfilled) we collected respondents’ agreement with the statement 

“I believe this organization is likely to succeed”. As additional controls, we collected data on 

participants’ age, gender, income, and experience using Kickstarter in the past. 

 

6. Results: Experimental Data 

6.1 Main Results 

 After dropping participants who failed attention checks, 927 Mechanical Turk participants 

remained in the experimental sample. Table 4 shows summary statistics of participant covariates 

across the four different experimental conditions. Participants were roughly 39 years of age on 

average, 56 percent male, with an average income of 58,000 USD. Roughly 47 percent of the 

sample reported using Kickstarter in the past.  

***INSERT TABLE 4 ABOUT HERE*** 
 

P-values from t-tests comparing each condition sample to the neutral Neither condition are 

displayed in brackets. Only one difference between groups reached significance at the p = 0.05 

level – those in the Organization Only condition were more likely to have used Kickstarter in the 

past – but all results are robust to including the covariates as controls. 
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 At a baseline level, we predicted that participants in the Dual Sustainability condition 

would report being willing to allocate more money to the hypothetical Kickstarter project, relative 

to those in the Organization Only or, to a lesser extent, Product Only conditions. As shown in 

Table 5, those in the Dual Sustainability condition reported that they would donate $41.01 on 

average, while those in the Product Only and Organization Only conditions reported hypothetical 

average donations of $38.64 and $38.27, respectively. Those in the Neither condition reported the 

lowest level of average donation, at $33.20.  

 The remaining rows in Table 5 show average values reported for each condition on the 

Likert scale measures of likelihood of support, perceived likelihood of success, and the three 

measures of the perceived authenticity of the creator: Authentic, Sincere, and True to Mission. 

Participants were more likely to report a willingness to support projects from all of the three 

sustainability conditions, relative to the Neither condition, although the Dual condition 

commanded the highest hypothetical donations. In each of the three authenticity measures, only 

the Dual condition was significantly different from the Neither condition, a difference of 

approximately half a point on the 1-7 scale (p < 0.001 in each case). There were no significant 

differences between the conditions in the perceived likelihood of project success, which helps to 

rule out the possibility that this potentially endogenous mechanism could be driving our results.  

***INSERT TABLE 5 ABOUT HERE*** 
 
  
 Table 6 displays results from a mediation analysis using the average donation amount as 

the dependent variable. Each column displays pairwise comparisons of the four experimental 

conditions; for example, the first column examines whether the authenticity measures mediated 

the positive effect of the Dual Sustainability condition on the Donation Amount measure, relative 

to the Organization Only condition. The bottom half of the table displays the mediation analyses 
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controlling for perceived likelihood of project success (“I believe this project is likely to succeed”), 

to account for participants’ beliefs about others’ responses to the project and its subsequent likely 

success.  

***INSERT TABLE 6 ABOUT HERE*** 

 When comparing the Dual Sustainability condition to the other three experimental 

conditions, perceptions of the project creators as Authentic, Sincere, and True to Mission fully 

mediated the advantage of the Dual project in the Amount Donated measure. This full mediation 

was observed in each of the individual authenticity measures, as well as a combined measure of 

the authenticity constructs, Authenticity Combined (the sum of Authentic, Sincere and True to 

Mission).  Successful mediation models were also observed in models controlling for the perceived 

likelihood of project success (seen in the bottom panel of Table 6), although the indirect effect 

mediated through the authenticity measures was smaller in these models. These results support our 

proposed mechanism: namely, projects with dual sustainability have an edge over projects with 

organization-level sustainability alone or product-level sustainability alone because they are 

perceived as more authentic, sincere, and true to their mission.  

 The final two columns in Table 6 display mediation models comparing the Organization 

Only sustainability condition and the Product Only sustainability condition to the Neither 

condition, respectively. While each of the two conditions with one type of sustainability both had 

a higher average donation than the Neither condition, this positive effect was not mediated through 

the perception of authenticity, sincerity, or being true to mission. 

 

7. Conclusion 
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Using mixed methods, this paper provides evidence that, when it comes to external stakeholders’ 

inferences from and reactions to new ventures’ sustainability characteristics and claims, perceived 

consistency across sustainability-related characteristics and claims is key. Specifically, we provide 

evidence that it is critical that new ventures are perceived to be sustainability at both the 

organization and product levels to reap benefits. We furthermore provide evidence of the 

mechanism behind this: external stakeholders perceive new ventures with sustainable products but 

which do not appear to be committed to sustainability at the organization level, and vice versa, as 

less authentic and sincere than new ventures perceived to be engaging in sustainability at both the 

product and organizations levels.  

 While we focused on new ventures, future work could examine whether similar effects and 

mechanisms apply to established incumbents. As we noted in our theory development, a similar 

line of argument is likely to apply to established companies, though the relative importance of 

perceptions of authenticity in new ventures and the relative dearth of information on new ventures 

suggests that the effect sizes we observe in this study are arguably likely to be upper bounds for 

equivalent effects in established, large firms. An understanding of how different dimensions of 

sustainability might interact in established firms juxtaposed with our findings would furthermore 

be informative for new ventures, in helping to identify ways that new ventures might be able to 

gain advantage in pursuing sustainability as part of their differentiation strategy. A new firm 

making sustainable claims may be perceived as more authentic than an established company 

making such claims if it had not made such claims before. Similarly, new small ventures with a 

focused set of sustainable products could have an advantage in being perceived as consistently 

committed to sustainability through its products than larger, more diversified firms. To this point, 

future work could examine how the findings of this paper extend to companies with multiple 
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products. It would also be interesting to examine whether stakeholder perceptions of authenticity 

are most salient at the product, brand or company levels.  

We show that consistency between organization-level and product-level sustainability 

characteristics and claims matter for external stakeholder perceptions and behavior. Future work 

could examine whether consistency across organization- and product-level sustainability also 

influences internal stakeholder perceptions and behavior. Future work could furthermore examine 

whether consistency and congruence in the sustainability area of focus across the product and 

organization-levels similarly influences stakeholder perceptions of a firm. For example, by a 

similar congruence argument, if a company’s product is sustainable from an energy perspective, it 

might benefit more from an organization-level sustainability initiative focused on energy than one 

focused on something unrelated like childhood obesity.  

Future work could also examine if being openly instrumental about pursuing a business 

opportunity and not caring about sustainability is seen as authentic. It is possible that firms with a 

sustainable product but purely financial motives would be perceived as authentic as long as they 

are upfront about their motivations. Further, given the varied opinions stakeholders hold with 

respect to the appropriateness of corporate social responsibility and different sustainability goals, 

this could be a way for firms to differentiate themselves from the competition. 

This paper clearly shows that not all sustainability practices are equal, and that interactions 

between sustainability practices and claims are critical in understanding their impact on firm 

performance. In particular, we provide evidence that it is critical that new ventures consider 

external stakeholders’ perceptions of authenticity as driven by congruence across organization-

level and product-level sustainability efforts. This paper thus helps inform a strategic perspective 

of sustainability that includes prescriptions of how to engage in sustainability for firm benefit. 

 



 32 

References 

Abraham, M., & Burbano, V. (2021). Congruence between Leadership Gender and Organizational Claims 
Affects the Gender Composition of the Applicant Pool: Field Experimental Evidence. Organization 
Science, articles in advance available at https://doi.org/10.1287/orsc.2021.1442 
 
Agrawal A, Catalini C, Goldfarb A (2014) Some simple economics of crowdfunding. Innovation Policy 
and the Economy 14(1):63–97. 
 
Albuquerque, R., Koskinen, Y., & Zhang, C. (2019). Corporate social responsibility and firm risk: Theory 
and empirical evidence. Management Science, 65(10), 4451-4469. 
 
Alhouti, S., Johnson, C. M., & Holloway, B. B. (2016). Corporate social responsibility authenticity: 
Investigating its antecedents and outcomes. Journal of Business Research, 69(3), 1242–1249.  
 
Amengual, M. & Apfelbaum, E. (2020). True Motives: Prosocial and Instrumental Justifications for 
Behavioral Change in Organizations. Management Science, forthcoming. 
 
Beverland, M. B. (2005). Crafting brand authenticity: The case of luxury wines. Journal of Management 
Studies, 42(5), 1003-1029. 
 
 Blei, D. M., Ng, A. Y., & Jordan, M. I. (2003). Latent Dirichlet Allocation. Journal of Machine Learning 
Research, 3(Jan), 993–1022.  
 
Bode C, Rogan M, Singh J. 2019. Up to No Good? Gender, Social Impact Work and Employee 
Promotions. Working Paper. 
 
Bucher, E., Fieseler, C., Fleck, M., & Lutz, C. (2018). Authenticity and the Sharing Economy. Academy 
of Management Discoveries, 4(3), 294-313. 
 
Burbano, V. C. (2016). Social responsibility messages and worker wage requirements: Field experimental 
evidence from online labor marketplaces. Organization Science, 27(4), 1010-1028. 
 
Calic, G., & Mosakowski, E. (2016). Kicking Off Social Entrepreneurship: How A Sustainability 
Orientation Influences Crowdfunding Success. Journal of Management Studies, 53(5), 738–767.  
 
Carnahan, S., Kryscynski, D., & Olson, D. (2017). When does corporate social responsibility reduce 
employee turnover? Evidence from attorneys before and after 9/11. Academy of Management 
Journal, 60(5), 1932-1962. 
 
Casadesus‐Masanell, R., Crooke, M., Reinhardt, F., & Vasishth, V. (2009). Households' willingness to 
pay for “green” goods: evidence from Patagonia's introduction of organic cotton sportswear. Journal of 
Economics & Management Strategy, 18(1), 203-233. 
 
Cassar, L., & Meier, S. (2017). Intentions for doing good matter for doing well: The (negative) signaling 
value of prosocial incentives (No. w24109). National Bureau of Economic Research. 
 
Chatterji, A. K., Levine, D. I., & Toffel, M. W. (2009). How Well Do Social Ratings Actually Measure 
Corporate Social Responsibility? Journal of Economics & Management Strategy, 18(1), 125–169.  
 



 33 

Chen, X., & Scholtens, B. (2018). The urge to act: A comparison of active and passive socially 
responsible investment funds in the United States. Corporate Social Responsibility and Environmental 
Management, 25(6), 1154–1173.  
 
Cheng, B., Ioannou, I., & Serafeim, G. (2014). Corporate social responsibility and access to finance. 
Strategic management journal, 35(1), 1-23. 
 
Cuypers, I. R., Koh, P. S., & Wang, H. (2016). Sincerity in corporate philanthropy, stakeholder 
perceptions and firm value. Organization Science, 27(1), 173-188. 
 
Delmas, M. A., & Burbano, V. C. (2011). The drivers of greenwashing. California Management Review, 
54(1), 64-87. 
 
Donia, M. B., Ronen, S., Sirsly, C. A. T., & Bonaccio, S. (2019). CSR by any other name? The 
differential impact of substantive and symbolic CSR attributions on employee outcomes. Journal of 
Business Ethics, 157(2), 503-523. 
 
Dowell, G., Hart, S., & Yeung, B. (2000). Do corporate global environmental standards create or destroy 
market value?. Management Science, 46(8), 1059-1074. 
 
Du, S., Bhattacharya, C. B., & Sen, S. (2011). Corporate social responsibility and competitive advantage: 
Overcoming the trust barrier. Management Science, 57(9), 1528-1545. 
 
Elfenbein, D. W., Fisman, R., & McManus, B. (2012). Charity as a Substitute for Reputation: Evidence 
from an Online Marketplace. Review of Economic Studies, 79(4), 1441-1468. 
 
Elliott, R. (2013). The taste for green: The possibilities and dynamics of status differentiation through 
“green” consumption. Poetics, 41(3), 294-322. 
 
Fawcett, T. (2006). An introduction to ROC analysis. Pattern Recognition Letters, 27(8), 861–874. 
 
Flammer, C. (2015). Does product market competition foster corporate social responsibility? Evidence 
from trade liberalization. Strategic Management Journal, 36(10), 1469–1485.  
 
Fombrun, C., & Shanley, M. (1990). What's in a name? Reputation building and corporate 
strategy. Academy of Management Journal, 33(2), 233-258. 
 
Fosfuri, A., Giarratana, M. S., & Roca, E. (2015). Walking a slippery line: Investments in social values 
and product longevity. Strategic Management Journal, 36(11), 1750-1760 
 
Frake, J. (2017). Selling out: The inauthenticity discount in the craft beer industry. Management Science, 
63(11), 3930-3943. 
 
Gershoff, A. D., & Frels, J. K. (2015). What makes it green? The role of centrality of green attributes in 
evaluations of the greenness of products. Journal of Marketing, 79(1), 97-110. 
 
Geyskens, I., Steenkamp, J. B. E., & Kumar, N. (1998). Generalizations About Trust in Marketing 
Channel Relationships Using Meta-Analysis. International Journal of Research in Marketing, 15(3), 223-
248. 
 



 34 

Glavas, A. (2016). Corporate social responsibility and organizational psychology: An integrative review. 
Frontiers in Psychology, 7, 144. 
 
Godfrey, P. C., Merrill, C. B., & Hansen, J. M. (2009). The relationship between corporate social 
responsibility and shareholder value: An empirical test of the risk management hypothesis. Strategic 
Management Journal, 30(4), 425-445. 
 
Gond, J.-P., El Akremi, A., Swaen, V., & Babu, N. (2017). The psychological microfoundations of 
corporate social responsibility: A person-centric systematic review. Journal of Organizational Behavior, 
38(2), 225–246.  
 
Groening, C., Mittal, V., & “Anthea” Zhang, Y. (2016). Cross-validation of customer and employee 
signals and firm valuation. Journal of Marketing Research, 53(1), 61-76. 
 
Hahl, O. (2016). Turning back the clock in baseball: The increased prominence of extrinsic rewards and 
demand for authenticity. Organization Science, 27(4), 929-953. 
 
Herbig, P., & Milewicz, J. (1995). The relationship of reputation and credibility to brand success. Journal 
of Consumer Marketing, 12(4), 5-11. 
 
Janßen, D., & Langen, N. (2017). The bunch of sustainability labels–Do consumers differentiate?. 
Journal of Cleaner Production, 143, 1233-1245. 
 
Lee, M., & Huang, L. (2018). Gender bias, social impact framing, and evaluation of entrepreneurial 
ventures. Organization Science, 29(1), 1-16. 
 
Lehman, D. W., O’Connor, K., Kovács, B., & Newman, G. E. (2019). Authenticity. Academy of 
Management Annals, 13(1), 1-42. 
 
Iacus, S. M., King, G., & Porro, G. (2012). Causal Inference without Balance Checking: Coarsened Exact 
Matching. Political Analysis, 20(01), 1–24. 
 
Katz, L. F., Kling, J. R., & Liebman, J. B. (2001). Moving to Opportunity in Boston: Early Results of a 
Randomized Mobility Experiment. The Quarterly Journal of Economics, 116(2), 607-654. 
 
Kovács, B., Carroll, G. R., & Lehman, D. W. (2014). Authenticity and consumer value ratings: Empirical 
tests from the restaurant domain. Organization Science, 25(2), 458-478. 
 
MacKinnon, J. G., & White, H. (1985). Some heteroskedasticity-consistent covariance matrix estimators 
with improved finite sample properties. Journal of Econometrics, 29(3), 305–325.  
 
Margolis, J. D., & Walsh, J. P. (2001). People and profits?: The search for a link between a company's 
social and financial performance. Psychology Press. 
 
Mazutis, D. D., & Slawinski, N. (2015). Reconnecting business and society: Perceptions of authenticity in 
corporate social responsibility. Journal of Business Ethics, 131(1), 137-150. 
 
McMullen, J. S., & Warnick, B. J. (2016). Should we require every new venture to be a hybrid 
organization?. Journal of Management Studies, 53(4), 630-662. 
 



 35 

McWilliams, A., & Siegel, D. (2001). Corporate social responsibility: A theory of the firm 
perspective. Academy of Management Review, 26(1), 117-127. 
 
McShane, L., & Cunningham, P. (2012). To thine own self be true? Employees’ judgments of the 
authenticity of their organization’s corporate social responsibility program. Journal of Business 
Ethics, 108(1), 81-100. 
 
Mollick, E. (2014). The dynamics of crowdfunding: An exploratory study. Journal of Business Venturing, 
29(1), 1–16. https://doi.org/10.1016/J.JBUSVENT.2013.06.005 
 
Mollick, E., & Nanda, R. (2016). Wisdom or Madness? Comparing Crowds with Expert Evaluation in 
Funding the Arts. Management Science, 62(6), 1533–1553. https://doi.org/10.1287/mnsc.2015.2207 
 
Moulard, J. G., Garrity, C. P., & Rice, D. H. (2015). What makes a human brand authentic? Identifying 
the antecedents of celebrity authenticity. Psychology & Marketing, 32(2), 173-186. 
 
Murray, K. B. (1991). A Test of Services Marketing Theory: Consumer Information Acquisition 
Activities. Journal of Marketing, 55(1), 10-25. 
 
Napoli, J., Dickinson, S. J., Beverland, M. B., & Farrelly, F. (2014). Measuring consumer-based brand 
authenticity. Journal of Business Research, 67(6), 1090-1098. 
 
Peterson, R. A. (2005). In search of authenticity. Journal of Management Studies, 42(5), 1083-1098. 
 
Orlitzky, M., Schmidt, F. L., & Rynes, S. L. (2003). Corporate social and financial performance: A meta-
analysis. Organization Studies, 24(3), 403-441 
 
Radoynovska, N., & King, B. G. (2019). To whom are you true? Audience perceptions of authenticity in 
nascent crowdfunding ventures. Organization Science, 30(4), 781-802. 
 
Schifeling, T., & Demetry, D. (2021). The New Food Truck in Town: Geographic Communities and 
Authenticity-Based Entrepreneurship. Organization Science, 32(1), 133-155. 
 
Servaes, H., & Tamayo, A. (2013). The impact of corporate social responsibility on firm value: The role 
of customer awareness. Management Science, 59(5), 1045-1061. 
 
Shea, C. T., & Hawn, O. V. (2019). Microfoundations of corporate social responsibility and 
irresponsibility. Academy of Management Journal, 62(5), 1609-1642. 
 
Olsen, M. C., Slotegraaf, R. J., & Chandukala, S. R. (2014). Green claims and message frames: how 
green new products change brand attitude. Journal of Marketing, 78(5), 119-137. 
 
Sorenson O, Assenova V, Guan-Cheng L, Boada J, Fleming L (2016) Expand innovation finance via 
crowdfunding. Science 354(6319):1526–1528. 
 
Stinchcombe, A. L. (2000). Social structure and organizations. Emerald Group Publishing Limited. 
 
Turban, D. B., & Greening, D. W. (1997). Corporate social performance and organizational attractiveness 
to prospective employees. Academy of Management Journal, 40(3), 658-672. 
 



 36 

Wagner, T., Lutz, R. J., & Weitz, B. A. (2009). Corporate hypocrisy: Overcoming the threat of 
inconsistent corporate social responsibility perceptions. Journal of Marketing, 73(6), 77-91. 
 
Wooldridge, J. M. (2010). Econometric Analysis of Cross Section and Panel Data. MIT Press. 
 
Wu, Y., Zhang, K., & Xie, J. (2020). Bad greenwashing, good greenwashing: Corporate social 
responsibility and information transparency. Management Science, 66(7), 3095-3112. 
 
Yu S, Johnson S, Lai C, Cricelli A, Fleming L (2017) Crowdfunding and regional entrepreneurial 
investment: An application of the CrowdBerkeley database. Research Policy 46(10):1723–1737. 
 
 



ORGANIZATION- OR PRODUCER-LEVEL SUSTAINABILITY

PR
OD

UC
T-

OR
 SE

RV
IC

E-
LE

VE
L S

US
TA

IN
AB

ILI
TY

LOW HIGH

LO
W

HI
GH

Sustainable Org. Only

Sustainable Product 
Only

Dual Sustainability

Not Sustainable

A B

CD

Figure 1: Sustainability Dimensions
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1 Observational Data

1.1 CEM Matched Tables

Table 1: Sustainability Dimensions and Success

Dependent variable:

Successful Project

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5)

Any Sustainability 0.023**

(0.007)

Sustainable Org 0.026*** 0.015*

(0.007) (0.008)

Sustainable Product/Service 0.030*** 0.021**

(0.008) (0.010)

Dual Sustainability 0.039***

(0.010)

Sust. Org Only 0.006

(0.008)

Sust. Product/Service Only 0.008

(0.015)

Log(Goal in USD) Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes

Year FE Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes

Description Length Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes

Video Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes

Category Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes

Reward Topics Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes

Observations 35,876 35,876 35,876 35,876 35,876

Robust SEs in parentheses. ∗p<0.1; ∗∗p<0.05; ∗∗∗p<0.01

Table 2: Wald Tests for Coefficient Equality – Model 5

Test

Org Only = Product Only p = 0.877

Org Only = Dual p = 0.003

Product Only = Dual p = 0.074
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Table 3: Summary of Effects Within Creator Subgroups

(Coefficients from Models Analogous to Model 5 of Table 1)

Subgroup Dual Sustainability Sust. Org Only Sust. Product/Service Only

All Creators 0.030*** (0.008) 0.004 (0.008) 0.014 (0.011)

Male Creators 0.016* (0.010) -0.001 (0.010) 0.006 (0.014)

Female Creators 0.063*** (0.016) 0.015 (0.016) 0.036 (0.023)

First-Time Creators 0.040*** (0.008) 0.014* (0.008) 0.015 (0.011)

Commercial Categories 0.042*** (0.012) -0.003 (0.013) -0.009 (0.016)

Male First-Time Creators 0.022** (0.010) 0.008 (0.010) 0.007 (0.015)

Female First-Time Creators 0.065*** (0.016) 0.020 (0.017) 0.032 (0.025)

Male Commercial Category Creators 0.032** (0.015) -0.013 (0.016) -0.025 (0.021)

Female Commercial Category Creators 0.081** (0.028) 0.041 (0.032) 0.007 (0.045)

First-Time Commercial Category Creators 0.048*** (0.014) 0.013 (0.015) -0.014 (0.020)

Male First-Time Commercial Category Creators 0.034*** (0.016) 0.003 (0.017) -0.022 (0.022)

Female First-Time Commercial Category Creators 0.082*** (0.029) 0.045 (0.032) 0.022 (0.047)

Note: Commercial Categories include Design, Fashion, Food, Games, and Technology. All results are without CEM Matching. ∗p<0.1; ∗∗p<0.05;
∗∗∗p<0.01

2 Experimental Data

Table 4: Experiment Sample Balance

Variable Neither Org Only Product Only Dual Sustainability

Age 39.0 (11.8) 38.5 (12.1) [0.69] 39.0 (12.3) [0.98] 39.8 (12.6) [0.48]

Female 0.41 0.43 [0.60] 0.47 [0.14] 0.44 [0.43]

Income ($K) 57.6 (38.9) 57.2 (41.9) [0.90] 57.6 (39.9) [0.99] 59.2 (40.4) [0.67]

Used Kickstarter 0.41 0.52 [0.01] 0.46 [0.28] 0.48 [0.11]

Note: Means displayed with SDs in parentheses, p-values from t-test for difference from Neither condition in brackets.

Table 5: Experiment Outcomes

Variable Neither Org Only Product Only Dual Sustainability

Donation Amount ($) 33.20 (34.7) 38.27 (33.01) [0.12] 38.64 (36.52) [0.11] 41.01 (36.82) [0.02]

Likely to Support (1-7) 4.06 (1.72) 4.45 (1.61) [0.01] 4.57 (1.66) [0.001] 4.56 (1.62) [0.001]

Authentic (1-7) 4.86 (1.33) 5.04 (1.31) [0.15] 4.96 (1.38) [0.42] 5.34 (1.19) [0.000]

Sincere (1-7) 4.87 (1.28) 4.94 (1.31) [0.54] 5.00 (1.36) [0.30] 5.41 (1.08) [0.000]

True to Mission (1-7) 4.99 (1.26) 4.91 (1.38) [0.51] 5.05 (1.39) [0.64] 5.49 (1.06) [0.000]

Likely to Succeed (1-7) 4.77 (1.24) 4.85 (1.31) [0.51] 4.95 (1.36) [0.14] 4.82 (1.44) [0.68]

Note: Means displayed with SDs in parentheses, p-values in brackets.
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Table 6: Mediation Analysis Summary

DV: Donation Amount ($)
IV Dual Dual Dual Org Only Product/Service Only

Comparison Group Org Only Product/Service Only Neither Neither Neither

N 458 462 446 428 432

Mediating Variable:

Authentic 2.66*** (0.08) 3.16*** (-0.80) 5.02*** (2.79) 1.93* (3.15) 1.58 (3.86)

Sincere 3.86*** (-1.13) 3.49*** (-1.12) 5.85*** (1.96) 0.97 (4.11) 1.74 (3.70)

True to Mission 5.13*** (-2.40) 4.13*** (-1.76) 5.24*** (2.57) -0.75 (5.83*) 0.75 (4.70)

Authenticity Combined 4.59*** (-1.85) 4.19***(-1.82) 6.38***(1.43) 0.78 (4.29) 1.58 (3.86)

(Controlling for Perceived

Likelihood of Success)

Authentic 0.78* (1.95) 1.21* (2.49) 2.40*** (4.51) 0.93 (3.31) 0.28 (3.08)

Sincere 0.97 (1.75) 1.37** (2.33) 2.86*** (4.05) 0.29 (3.94) 0.37 (2.99)

True to Mission 1.73** (0.99) 1.93** (1.77) 2.37*** (4.54) -0.58 (4.81) -0.21 (3.57)

Authenticity Combined 1.47** (1.26) 1.88** (1.81) 3.25*** (3.66) 0.18 (4.06) 0.17 (3.19)

Note: Coefficients of indirect effect of IV on DV through MV are reported outside of parentheses. Direct effects are reported inside the parentheses.

Bolded results indicate successful mediation models. Authenticity Combined is the sum of Authentic, Sincere and True to Mission. ∗p<0.1;
∗∗p<0.05; ∗∗∗p<0.01
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3 Appendix and Robustness

3.1 Observational Data

3.1.1 Without CEM Matching

Table 7: Sustainability Dimensions and Success

Dependent variable:

Successful Project

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5)

Any Sustainability 0.017**

(0.006)

Sustainable Org 0.016** 0.007

(0.006) (0.007)

Sustainable Product/Service 0.025** 0.021**

(0.007) (0.008)

Dual Sustainability 0.030***

(0.008)

Org Only 0.004

(0.008)

Product/Service Only 0.014

(0.012)

Log(Goal in USD) Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes

Year FE Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes

Description Length Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes

Video Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes

Category Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes

Reward Topics Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes

Sample All All All All All

Observations 41,918 41,918 41,918 41,918 41,918

Robust SEs in parentheses. ∗p<0.1; ∗∗p<0.05; ∗∗∗p<0.01

Table 8: Wald Tests for Coefficient Equality – Model 5

Test

Org Only = Product Only p = 0.462

Org Only = Dual p = 0.016

Product Only = Dual p = 0.241
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3.2 Reward Topic Model
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Figure 2: Top 10 Terms from LDA Model of Rewards Text
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3.3 Example Projects and Model Scores

Figure 3: Example of Project with Dual Sustainability

Figure 4: Example of Project with Product-Only Sustainability
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Figure 5: Example of Project with Organization-Only Sustainability
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